In today's rapidly changing world of technology and information, libraries find themselves trying to understand more about their users. The results of a qualitative survey of 184 women library patrons give insight into why and how they use library and information technology and how they learned to use that technology. Women discuss what services they particularly value, including traditional services like printed books and reference, but also their appreciation and use of the Internet, including the library's Web site and databases. Trends showed that women are still the ones who bring children to the library and encourage their use of books. They also value the library as a place of solitude where they can find books or just be by themselves. Women use a variety of resources outside of the library to locate information as they make choices about how to find information in everyday life. It will be important for public libraries to discover ways to increase their role in educating women about library use, particularly electronic resources, and how to effectively locate and evaluate information from the Web and other resources so libraries can remain a vital part of lifelong learning.
Introduction
The nature of library use is changing rapidly. New frontiers of technology and the ever-changing information landscape have created endless possibilities for those who seek information. Moyo (2004, p. 223) explains that "reference services are being transformed in response to changing technology and information environments." Some users prefer in-person service while large numbers of patrons look to technology, using the Internet and its search engines and databases, to find the information they need. Even print books, the traditional draw of public libraries, are now provided through electronic copies, can be easily purchased through online sites such as Amazon.com, or are conveniently available at bookstores that offer not only books but coffee shops and programs similar to those found in libraries. Therefore, it is important that librarians understand why users come to the library and how they use the library once they are there. Libraries are also concerned that they effectively serve all users (Lange, 1987) . Over time our patron base has become increasingly diverse (Vincent, 2005) , making it imperative that we find out not only what services our users require when they come to the library but also what they value most when they use those services.
It is in the midst of this setting that a qualitative survey of adult public library patrons was undertaken to try to understand how patrons use the library and information, both print and online, as well as whether females and males use the library and information in different ways. Analysis of women's responses permits us to gain insight into how women use the library, any unmet needs they perceive, and the types of resources both inside and outside of the library that women use to find information. A qualitative study permits the researcher to understand more about how the women in the study think, their reasoning as they use the library, and why they respond positively or negatively to libraries and the use of information and technology.
Literature Review
Most librarians would agree that understanding our patrons and their needs is an important part of planning for quality services in any library. Janet M. Lange (1987) spoke about the necessity of understanding those we serve when she stated, "Public library administrators are increasingly interested in being able to predict who will use the library, why and how they will use it" (p. 50). Previous research on user behavior studied the general population and was not necessarily concerned with how women, in particular, use libraries. Even OCLC's comprehensive report Perceptions of Libraries and Information Resources (2005) does not break data down by gender. Although some researchers such as Wittig (1991) , Marchant (1991) , and Steele (1994) have used gender as one of their variables, little extensive work has been done on women's interactions in libraries. Feminist Standpoint Theory (Harding, 1991) proposes that "the distinctive features of women's situation in a gender-stratified society" (p. 119) should be emphasized in research. This perspective is important to consider as libraries seek to attract diverse clientele. Women's role in society and the patterns of their lives create situations that may give a unique character to how they use libraries and technology or how they learn to use these resources. Indeed, women's use and experience of libraries may be different from that of men.
In addition, previous user studies are primarily quantitative in nature, asking specific questions about use based on the researchers' experiences. While these studies gave us valuable information about library use, they did not permit patrons to "speak their mind" about the library, how they use it, and positive or negative experiences they have encountered in the process. It is for this reason that a qualitative study was undertaken in the hope that a more extensive knowledge of women's patterns of use would emerge as a part of the grounded theory that was generated from the data. Grounded theory, as explained by Michael Quinn Patton (2002) , allows the researcher to create theory from the data rather than seeking to prove or disprove a theory the researcher has already proposed (p. 127). This qualitative method of research is especially effective when working with patrons and allows the researcher to consider alternative meanings of patterns they observe in the real library world.
Methodology
Working with the library director and staff of Chester County Library in Exton, Pennsylvania, a qualitative survey was developed. As Applegate (1993) recommends, user satisfaction studies should allow patrons to give more comprehensive information about their patterns of library use than the simple "yes/no" answers allowed in many surveys. A qualitative survey would permit respondents to tell more of their own stories about how they use libraries and information, in response to open-ended questions, which are not limited to a set number of words. The survey included questions about how patrons used the library, what kinds of information they were seeking, how they found information, and whether they used technology, including how they learned to use technological resources. In addition, positive and negative critical incidences dealing with their library experiences were requested. These incidences provided insight into what users really thought of the library and the kinds of services they used and valued. Another section asked patrons how they found particular types of information and whether they used the library or other resources such as the Internet, television, newspapers, or friends to obtain what they needed. Final questions on the survey asked demographic information including age, gender, and education level. Space at the end of the survey asked for any other comments about how the person locates information or uses the library, giving the patrons a chance to further express ideas or patterns of use that were not covered in previous questions.
The anonymous survey was distributed to all patrons eighteen years of age or older who entered the library on four separate days and times. Working with the library director and staff, it was possible to establish times that would give a good representation of library patrons, including during the day, evening, and weekend hours. The weekend day chosen to distribute the surveys was the Saturday of the library's book sale, guar-anteeing a particularly large number of patrons. Patrons were given the survey as they walked into the library, and were asked to complete and return the finished document to a desk before they left. Four hundred and sixty-five surveys were distributed and 329 were returned. A number of patrons who did not complete the survey told the researcher that they were only there to get tax forms and did not have time to fill it out. Of the 329 responses, 184 came from female patrons, 127 came from male patrons, and 18 listed no gender. The data reported in this article is derived primarily from the 184 female respondents who listed ages between eighteen and seventy-nine years of age. The majority of women answering the survey were fairly well educated as 71 percent reported having a bachelor's degree or higher. Some contrasting data from men's responses to the survey is used where appropriate.
Once the survey process was completed the questionnaires were collated and spreadsheets were created that reported answers to "yes/no" or other data questions. Word documents were created that listed more qualitative answers ranging from short one or two word answers to lengthy paragraphs. The data was then analyzed using a thematic content analysis to find themes and patterns that emerged to create grounded theory.
Trustworthiness of the Study
In qualitative research one looks for trustworthiness in the data. Do the results ring true, are they authentic? Are they, as Patton (2002) explicates, "balanced, fair, and conscientious in taking account of multiple perspectives . . . multiple realities"? (p. 575) .
The trustworthiness of the study is further enhanced by bringing multiple forms of evaluation to the study, also known as triangulation. In this case, the survey asked questions in more than one way so that the researcher could determine whether patrons' responses were truly authentic. Additionally, the researcher discussed the results of the study with a number of public librarians, including the library director who helped design the study. These discussions permitted a verification of the results, including allowing librarians to report corresponding observations of the concepts exhibited in their own libraries.
In addition to the concept of triangulation, it was important that the study include enough respondents. Seidman (2006) states there are two criteria for deciding if enough people have been interviewed for a study. Although this study was not conducted using interviews, the criteria are still appropriate. Seideman's first criterion is sufficiency: "Are there sufficient numbers to reflect the range of participants and sites that make up the population so that others outside the sample might have a chance to connect to the experiences of those in it?" (p. 55). In the case of this study, distributing the surveys on four days and times permitted the researcher to reach many types of patrons who were as representative of most of the library's patrons as possible.
The second criterion, saturation of information, is a point in the study at which the researcher begins to hear the same information reported. The results of this study demonstrated a number of trends that quickly became evident even on brief perusal of the results at the end of the days the surveys were returned.
From my own perspective as a researcher, it was necessary to put myself into a frame of mind that reflected the mission and clientele of the public library. As an academic librarian, I have become accustomed to working with patrons who come to the library for assignment-related research from graduate classes and who are very direct in their needs. While these students come from diverse backgrounds, public library patrons tend to exhibit more diversity than found in most universities. I also tried to place myself in the atmosphere of a public librarian, one grounded in the diversity, equality, and true community spirit that is found in public libraries. I had to envision library service in light of the needs of patrons with varying educational and socio-economic levels who come to the library with more varied requests than the requests I encounter in an academic library.
Finally it is important to stress that the results of this study are qualitative in nature and are not generalizeable to the entire public; they reflect the responses of the patrons that were surveyed. The results still contribute to how librarians understand patrons' needs by providing insight into ideas about women's use of public libraries and information, and by providing library staff opportunities to be aware of the trends described in the study as they work with their own patrons.
Analysis of Data
Using the Library Respondents to the study were active library users. When asked how often they visited the library, 42 percent of the women surveyed came to the library monthly while 36 percent came weekly (See Table 1 ).
Most users in the survey visited the library regularly, but they were also aware of other ways to contact the library. When asked, 62 percent of the women surveyed knew that they could email the library and 72 percent knew that they could call the library with a reference question.
Why do they come to the library?
It is still the traditional concepts of library use and women's roles that brought many women to the library. By far the most prominent response about why women came to the library was to get books. A number of women commented that they came to "borrow books instead of buying them," a major theme that reassures librarians there still is a core use for physical libraries. As one women stated, "I enjoy reading enough that the library is much more economical than going to purchase books on a regular basis."
Other comments exemplifying women's responses in this area included: "to check out reading for pleasure books," "to borrow fiction and sometimes nonfiction," and a number of comments relating to getting books for oneself and/or members of one's family. A number of women commented on the availability of nonprint materials, but finding books was the overwhelming reason women came to the library. Clearly for these users, electronic media and online resources have not completely taken the place of the physical book that library patrons have used for years.
The second significant reason for using the library related to children's books or storytimes and children's programs. A fairly large number of responses detailed women's role in making sure their children developed an appreciation for books and the library. Comments reflecting these activities included, "storytime for my 2 & 4, my children love to take out books," "children's free programs-great children's book selection," "bedtime story hour," and "so my children have the experience." In their role as parents and grandparents, these women chose the library as an important place to bring their children. One woman summed this feeling up saying that she came "mainly to enrich my children 9, 8 & 6 to use other resources than [the] Internet" while another stated:
My children really enjoy the storytime programs. So much that we signed up a friend and are this close to signing up a second friend. Truly great program, not only for basic library visits but socialization skills and listening skills for children. Keep it up! A number of women came to do research, another traditional library function. One woman commented that she came to "research misc topics -information I want to learn but do not want to buy a book about," another said she was there for reference for "cooking, crafts, gardening," and yet another was doing "research for work (nurse)." Student use of the library for research was also evident. As one women said, "I am a grad student so I need books for projects, research, etc." Women felt that the library can provide quality information. One woman was particularly enthusiastic. She wrote:
Though the Internet allows access to vast amounts of information not all of it is accurate or reliable. The Library is not only a treasure house of information culture and reading for pleasure. I trust the accuracy of its information more or rather I feel I can evaluate the reliability of its information more effectively than some of what can be found on-line. Also it is invaluable to have people-knowledgeable and personable in the library to consult with. The availability of public computers was another popular reason to come to the library. Women commented that the "free wireless Internet" was something they took advantage of while others simply stated that they came to use "computers" or "the Internet."
Additional reasons for visiting the library included reading, particularly newspapers or magazines, and studying. Special services such as copy machines and tax forms, and locating materials for teaching or homeschooling were also mentioned. A few women came to the library to volunteer or tutor. Finally a number of responses reflected not only the busyness of women's lives but also the role that the library plays for these women in finding a place and time for themselves, a place to attend programs, and to socialize. One woman wrote "Recreation place to hang out especially in cold weather. Close to the mall, great location, place to unwind, relax and read." When men's answers were compared with those of the women, men also wanted to get books, but the response was not as overwhelming as female patrons. Very few men mentioned children's materials or programs as a reason for visiting the library. Finally, men came to the library to study or to read newspapers and magazines more often than women. Other reasons tended to reflect the same strength of response as with the women who responded to the survey.
Using Technology
Women in this survey were fairly tech-savvy. When asked, most women (74 percent) said they felt comfortable using computers and only 11 percent indicated that they did not feel comfortable using computer technology. Only 5 percent of the women indicated that using a computer meant more work for them. Eighty-two percent of the women who responded said they use a computer on a regular basis, and many women (98 percent) reported they had used the Internet. Of those who use the Internet, 91 percent said they used the Web at home, 64 percent said they used it at work, and 34 percent said they used the Internet at the public library. This validates the importance of library provision of Internet service for the general public. Some women indicated that they accessed the Web in more than one place, including at a friend's house or another location (See Table 2 ).
Most women who used the Internet (98 percent) used a search engine such as Google or Yahoo to find information. The women indicated that they used the search engines to find many kinds of information with the most prominent comment that said "research." Medical information, travel information, information for their children, and shopping were also frequently cited as reasons women used search engines. A few women mentioned using search engines to find book or movie reviews, information about local events, and phone numbers of businesses or people. A small number of women listed banking or finance as an additional reason to use the Internet. Men also listed general research topics as the most prominent reason to use search engines. However, women again demonstrated their commitment to family responsibilities, as men listed shopping and finding medical information as their second reason for using the Internet, followed by finances, locating book and movie reviews, and obtaining contact information on people or businesses. It is interesting to note that only a few men in the survey listed finding information for their children or for travel as the reasons to use a search engine. It was evident that for this group of women, they were the family members finding the information for children's needs, travel, and local activities.
Finding Information
A significant insight that came from this survey was learning how women found information, either by using library resources or by other means. Seven questions asked women what sources they used to find various types of information. The pervasiveness of the Internet was prevalent in several of their answers as it was the number one choice listed for finding health information, sports scores, the date of Thanksgiving, and the phone number of their state Senator. Television was the first place most women went to find the weather, but the Internet was listed as the second most popular choice. The library was the first place to go to find a good book and was also chosen by a number of women as a place to find details when selecting an appliance. Results showed that although women use libraries to find information, today's world offers so many choices when looking for information, that in most cases libraries were at least third on the list of places women looked for most of the topics listed (See Table 3 ).
Women also indicated how they liked to find information and how important technology is to their lives. When asked if they used a computer to access information for various purposes, 71 percent said they used it to gain information for work, 74 percent said they used it for hobbies, and 81 percent said they had accessed medical information on the Web. A number of the women (65 percent) used email and chat to keep in touch with their friends and family. Thirty percent of the respondents felt that books were more valuable than using a computer. However, some women commented that both books and the Internet were valuable depending upon the situation. When questioned about being able to ask a librarian for help, 46 percent of the women said that this was a service they appreciated. It appears that although many of the women regularly use computers to find information, a fair number appreciate having a knowledgeable librarian who can assist them. When it came to using library technology to find information, women once again demonstrated that they were quite competent. Most (72 percent) said that they were comfortable using the online catalog while 53 percent said they used the library's Web page. Most used the Web page to access the catalog in some way or to renew or reserve books. Another substantial group used the library's Web pages to check their library record. A few used the Web pages to find out about library events or to find information such as hours or a staff phone number. Some women indicated that they used the Web page to access research information or to get to the Pennsylvania Power Library, a group of online databases that has been provided to all libraries statewide. Information about these databases needs to be publicized more. When asked if they used the library's databases only 19 percent of the women responded that they did, and when questioned about how they used these resources most women described using the online catalog. This may be one area where libraries need to do more patron education and better marketing of resources, so that all patrons who come to the library understand more about the wealth of information available to them online. It may be possible that the women are using the databases, particularly in the library, or that a librarian is using a database to help them to find information and they do not fully understand that the information comes from an online database. Women's comments about the databases indicate that they do not know that these resources exist or they do not understand what they do.
Although many of the women did not know about accessing the public library's online databases, 47 percent said they had access to databases from another source. These sources included higher education institutions, public schools, businesses, and in a few cases, personal subscriptions. This leads one to surmise that perhaps the women surveyed do not realize that the public library has databases similar to those they find in other institutions (See Table 4 ).
Learning to Use Online Resources
Those who did use online databases either at the public library or elsewhere were asked how they learned to use them. Of those responding, 16 percent said that they taught themselves. Only a few people had any formal instruction including 3 percent who were taught by a public library staff member (See Table 5 ).
When asked if they would like formal training on how to use online databases, 60 percent of the women surveyed said they would. Of those who wanted such training, 23 percent said they would like individual training and 77 percent said they would prefer that the training was conducted in a class setting.
The Value of Their Library Experience
Using positive and negative critical incidences gave insight into women's attitudes and priorities as they use the library. By responding to questions about their best and worst experiences using the library, women could express the services and experiences they valued most as well as give voice to frustrations they encountered when using the library. Their responses illustrate the women's thinking about the definition of a great library.
Books are still important. Even if women used databases and technology, when asked about their best library experience most women mentioned a connection with books. They spoke of "finding some delightful or illuminating book on the shelf," of "finding a good book," "having access to [a] large selection of books," and one woman even described her ultimate experience of acquiring "an original copy of Gone with the Wind 30+ years ago." Clearly these women love books and value the library as a place to find print treasures or information.
Children's literature, programs, and family projects are important reasons that women come to the library. In discussing their best experiences, a number of women felt that library visits shared with their children or family members were special. Comments included "my daughter loves it. She learns nursery rhymes, body parts," and "I bring my younger brother to read books, he and I love the selection." Another woman answered that "Sat. am storytime-perfect for cold rainy days in winter. Son loves finger plays, felt storyboard and songs." Other women simply mentioned "children's storytimes" or "the free children's programs," but all of the answers in this category exemplified the idea that bringing children to the library was important. This finding was interesting when compared with the results from men in the study. Very few men mentioned children's activities among their best experiences.
Women do use and value library technology. Even if they are not always aware of all the technological resources that the library has to offer such as databases, women use and appreciate the library's Web site and the ability to reserve and renew materials online. They are also grateful for the Internet access provided by the library and listed "using the computer to find information" and checking " email before I get my own computer" among their best experiences. One woman enthusiastically wrote that her best library experience was "Finding it accessible on my home computer!" Having access to non-print materials such as videos and CDs are also appreciated. Women commented on "being able to borrow DVDs at a reasonable price" and praised the library for their "selection of DVDs, most of them you can not find in a commercial store." Other women appreciated the "books on tape" and one woman said that one of her best experiences was "finding the CD section."
The library can be a place of solitude. A number of women indicated that the library was a place where they could have time to themselves and appreciate life; it was "a wonderful place to be." One woman characterized her best library experience by saying that "I just enjoy wandering up and down the rows of books when I am not looking for anything specific and being surprised." Even women with children found time for themselves, as one woman said, "Best experience-when kids are home and I can browse in peace," while another praised the library as having a "good atmosphere to get some work accomplished. Clean and friendly." These experiences are complemented by one woman's experience of giving back to the community when she said that her best time at the library was "being part of the adult literacy project and helping people learn English and to read better." Although women were especially appreciative of the library as a place, many more men reported that they came to the library to avoid distraction, to read, or to study undisturbed. Best experiences also included library services such as "a very short wait for book coming from other libraries," "putting holds on favorite books," and "using the wonderful quick scan check-out."
Finally, the women who responded to the survey appreciated the people who assisted them and understood the important role the library staff plays in making their library use a positive experience. They complimented the "very friendly and approachable staff," children's librarians who "have been fantastic, so caring, warm and enthusiastic" and the reference staff who they found to be "very helpful."
A few women did relate negative experiences, but they were greatly outnumbered by positive comments. For responses of negative incidences twenty-three women wrote "none" and seventeen women described good experiences. Most negative responses had to do with typical library issues of having to return books on time or getting an overdue notice or fine for something they had already returned. One woman wrote that "no real wors[t]-can be hard to find time to get here and return books on time."
In some cases women did write about "books not being in and having to be on a waiting list." There were two comments about noise. One woman said that her worst experience was "The day I came to the library and there were so many children running around, crying" while another simply said "please crack down on the noise."
Among the comments about negative experiences, two situations were mentioned that specifically dealt with this library. The first negative situation had to do with parking, which the library staff knew was a problem. The second negative situation was the recently completed renovation of the restrooms that required patrons to go upstairs to an out-of-the-way location to use a restroom. Along with these comments, however, a number of women complimented how nice the new restrooms are.
In the space for comments at the end of the survey there were several remarks about how much women liked this particular library and staff and about the value of libraries in general. These comments can be summed up by one woman who said, "Keep up the good work! Libraries are one of the best uses of our tax dollars," and another who said "Thank you for all you do to make the library a part of our lives." As discussed earlier, the women who entered this library found it to be an institution that was highly valued.
Discussion
Women in the study indicated that they used many resources to find information but still evidenced high regard for the library and books. Many were truly devoted to the printed word even if they used technology to find information. This trend indicating the importance of books to patrons reflects what was found in previous studies (Steele, 1994; Wittig, 1991) .
Children's programs and literature were an important part of why women used libraries and contributed to some of their best library experiences. This also echoes previous studies such as Marchant's (1991) . Women's use of the library to get materials or find information for their family also replicates Wittig's (1991, p. 31) results that women came to the library more than men to check out materials for another adult or for children.
Finding information or doing research was another core use that still brings women into the library. Women sought information on topics from work-related issues to hobbies and more. A number of women also reported that having a librarian whom they could ask for help when they needed it was a vital service.
Women in the study used the library Web site and also indicated that they used online databases to some extent in the public library but more frequently through other institutions. It appears that the women are not as aware of what the public library has to offer regarding technological resources as they could be, and that additional marketing or training for patrons on how to use these resources would be helpful. Most women also used the Internet as found in the Pew report (Fallows, 2005) , as well as other resources, to find various kinds of information. For some types of information, women were more likely to use the Web or other venues than they were to come to the library. One implication of this tendency is that, as Jehlik (2004, p. 8) suggests, it may be important for libraries to begin teaching the public more about how to find information in addition to simply locating information.
When learning how to use online databases a number of the women said they that taught themselves how to use them. Few women had any formal training either in the public library or at any other institution. In a world where lifelong learning has become the norm, public libraries should find ways to meet what Jehlik (2004, p. 2) says is the library's primary challenge: "to train adults to use the library's electronic resources."
Finally, the women in this study also proclaimed the importance of the library as place: a place of solitude, of discovery, and of enrichment. As Ranseen (2002, p. 203) states "people visit the library as much for the actual experience there as for the documents it holds." It was interesting that although the women did appreciate the library as a place and used it to find time for themselves, to socialize, to read magazines and newspapers, or to study, men mentioned this trend more often. In conversations with librarian Ronda Dibas and others (no conversations were held with library staff, only librarians), they noted that men tend to come to the library to socialize or to find time for themselves, whereas women usually come in, do what they need to do, and leave (Dibas, 2006) . Wittig (1991, p. 30 ) also noted that "reading magazines and newspapers was clearly an activity of better educated adult males."
Further Study
This study of women's use of the library reflected their technical expertise, their love of books, and the roles women play in life, including that of mother, employee, and more. It did, however, focus on women who came to the library. To completely understand how women use libraries, it would be crucial to conduct a follow-up study that would survey women who only accessed the library via its Web site to see if the patterns demonstrated in this study also appear with online users. It would also be important to find out how women who are non-library users find information, so that librarians could find ways to meet the information needs of those who do not come into our institutions. This particular study does not break data down by age or education. Such a study would give librarians additional insights into how women use libraries during various periods of their lives. Finally, although this study deals with women's use of the library and technology, it is also important to find out more about how men use these resources.
Conclusion
This study of women public library patrons found that technology is a large part of women's lives and that they regularly use the Internet and other resources to find information. Many women in the study were not aware of the database resources available at the public library although some used them through other institutions. It was, however, important to these women to be able to find books at the library and to access traditional library services, such as librarians who can offer assistance. Women tend to be the ones who seek information for children and bring them to the library, many in the hope of giving their children the opportunity to learn to truly appreciate the library and reading. Finally, the women surveyed appreciated the library as place, finding it to be somewhere they can find solitude from busy lives, connect socially, or give back to their community. To the women in this survey, the library is still an important institution even in an ever expanding world of information. This feeling can be summed up by a comment from one of the women who said, "The library is my sanctuary-place of calm-knowledge-imagination. It's the source of all info-so, all good!"
